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SOME ASPECTS OF BRITISH ADMINISTRATION IN 
WEST FLORIDA * 

In the following discussion attention will be directed to two 
phases of the history of British West Florida : first, the evolu- 
tion of the northern boundary of the province ; and second, the 
attempt to establish settlements in the region adjacent to the 
Mississippi River. 

The province of West Florida, with its northern boundary at 
the thirty-first parallel, was formally constituted by the issu- 
ance of the royal proclamation of October 7, 1763. 1 The min- 
istry had deliberated upon this policy of the division of Florida 
for some months prior to the announcement of the royal edict. 
As early as May 5 of that year, the Earl of Egremont in a letter 
to the board of trade, 2 suggested a number of heads of inquiry 
relative to the recent acquisitions, among which were those per- 
taining to the development of commercial advantages and to the 
diverting of those advantages to British subjects, the security of 
the whole territory against the aggressions of foreign powers, 
and the preservation of peace in the Indian country. He sug- 
gested to the board that full information on these various heads 
should be gathered and classified, along with recommendations 
as to the attainment of the various objects enumerated. 

In June following, in compliance with this suggestion, the 
lords of trade, under the direction of Shelburne, outlined in a 
general way the policy to be adopted toward the new posses- 
sions. 3 In this preliminary report, the board made reference 
for the first time to the division of Forida into East and West 

* This paper was read at Columbia, South Carolina, before the joint meeting of 
the American Historical Association and the Mississippi Valley Historical Association 
in 1913. 

1 A. Shortt and A. G. Doughty, Documents Relating to the Constitutional History 
of Canada, 1759-1791 (Canadian Archives, Sessional Papers, no. 18 — Ottawa, 1907), 
120. 

z Ibid., 94. 

a Shortt and Doughty, Documents Relating to the Constitutional History of Can- 
ada, 97-107. 
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Florida. Their lordships frankly confessed that the lack of 
authentic knowledge relative to the coasts, harbors, natural re- 
sources, and people of the region made it impossible to convey 
to the king the information essential for the basis of an intel- 
ligent opinion. 4 The suggestion for the erection of the two 
provinces and the description of their boundaries were therefore 
obviously of a tentative character. Indeed it was proposed that 
whenever governments were established in the proposed prov- 
inces, steps should be taken at once for an accurate survey of 
the seacoast and of the interior region lying between the moun- 
tains and the Mississippi River. 5 

It is rather evident that the fixing of the northern boundary 
of the new province at the thirty-first degree of latitude was 
based upon no very clearly defined principle. The proclama- 
tion of October 7, 1763, was hastily conceived and executed for 
the purpose of allaying the suspicions of the western and south- 
ern Indians, 6 and the line of thirty-one degrees laid down there- 
in was evidently arbitrary and consequently tentative. It is 
apparent, moreover, that in the beginning of the discussion over 
the disposition of the western territory, the northern boundary 
of Florida was thought of in connection with the establishment 
of a continuous boundary separating the whites and Indians — a 
boundary which was temporarily set up in 1763 and finally de- 
termined in the course of the succeeding decade. In connection 
with their first suggestion of the thirty-first parallel as the north- 
ern limit of the province, their lordships observed that "this is 
as far north as the Settlements can be carried, without inter- 
fering with the lands claimed or occupied by the Indians." 7 
The ministry worked blindly in this matter, apparently striking 
the line of thirty-one degrees as a convenient one, and one which 
would probably answer for an Indian boundary. 

This remained the boundary, however, only for a few months. 
On March 23, 1764, the lords of trade, in a representation to the 
king, proposed that the boundary be moved north to a line run- 

4 Shortt and Doughty, Documents 'Relating to the Constitutional History of Cana- 
da, 105. 

s Ibid. 

e C. W. Alvord, ' ' The Genesis of the Proclamation of 1763, ' ' in Michigan Pioneer 
and Historical Collections, 36:20 et seq. 

i Shortt and Doughty, Documents Relating to the Constitutional History of Can- 
ada, 105. 
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ning eastward from the mouth of the Yazoo River. This rec- 
ommendation was approved by the privy council on March 26 
and referred to the law officers, who reported favorably on May 
1, and final approval was given by the council eight days later. 
The order for the change was sent to Governor Johnstone in a 
supplementary commission on June 6. 8 Since the prevailing 
opinion in regard to this change of the northern boundary is that 
it was made as late as 1770, 9 it is worth while to print the rec- 
ommendation of the board of trade as it was passed by the 
privy council: "By Your Majestys Royal Proclamation of the 
7th of October last, and your Majestys Commission to your Gov- 
ernor of West Florida, it is declared that the said Province shall 
be bounded to the North by a Line drawn due East from that 
part of the River Missisippi which lyes in Thirty one Degrees 
North Latitude to the River Apalachicola; but it is our Duty to 
Represent to your Majesty, that We are Informed by your Maj- 
estys Governor, that it appears, from Observations and Surveys 
made since the said Province has been in your Majestys Posses- 
sion, that there are not only very considerable Settlements upon 
the East Bank of the Missisippi above that Line, but also that 
the Town and Settlement of Mobile itself is some Miles to the 
North of it ; and therefore We humbly beg leave to propose, that 
an Instrument may pass under the Great Seal (in like manner 
as was directed in the Case of the extension of the South bound- 
ary of Georgia) declaring that the Province of West Florida 
shall be bounded to the North by a Line drawn from the Mouth 
of the River Yasous, where it unites with the Missisippi due 
East to the River Apalachicola, by which we humbly conceive 
every material Settlement depending upon West Florida will 
be Comprehended within the Limits of that Government. ' ' 10 

s Acts of the Privy Council of England; Colonial Series (London, 1911), 4:668. 
The recommendation of the board of trade is printed in American State Papers; Pub- 
lic Lands, 1 :57. A copy of the supplementary commission to Johnstone is in the 
general land office, Washington, Florida Papers. 

9 See D. Rowland, Encyclopedia of Mississippi History (Madison, Wisconsin, 
1907), 2:997, wherein the view is taken that the revised boundary was not established 
until 1770, when it appears for the first time in the commission of Governor Peter 
Chester. This view is based in part upon an extract from the commission of Gov- 
ernor Eliot (1767), published in American State Papers; Public Lands, 1:57, in 
which the old boundary of the thirty-first parallel is described. The complete docu- 
ment describes the revised boundary. 

io Acts of the Privy Council, 4:668. 
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The avowed reason for this change, as set forth hy the lords 
of trade, was the inclusion of certain settlements along the Mis- 
sissippi River in the civil government of West Florida. This 
assertion of their lordships, however, does not reveal the whole 
situation. In seeking an explanation of their action it is im- 
portant to consider some of the attendant circumstances. Soon 
after the issuance of the royal proclamation of October 7, 1763, 
the board of trade, having given careful consideration to the 
best methods of peopling the new provinces, inserted an adver- 
tisement in the London Gazette of November 22, 1763. 11 The 
announcement is made in this public communication that their 
lordships have received information that many persons are 
desirous of grants of lands in East Florida and West Florida, 
and that in order to avoid delay in the making of settlements 
the king has directed that the lands be surveyed and laid out in 
townships not to exceed twenty thousand acres each. These 
townships will be granted to such persons as are "willing to 
enter into reasonable engagements to settle the lands, within a 
limited time, and at their own expense, with a proper number 
of useful and industrious Protestant inhabitants." Proposals 
to this end were invited to be made in writing to Mr. Pownall, the 
secretary of the board. 

This announcement elicited a response from many quarters. 
Having thus invited applications for grants of land and sug- 
gestions as to the best methods of developing the province, the 
government was subjected to pressure from numerous interests. 
Previous to the announcement of the government's policy in the 
proclamation of October, the English believed that they were 
free to occupy at will the unsettled lands as far west as the 
Mississippi River. At this time England was passing through 
a new era of speculation. The cessions of 1763 were followed 
by a wave of land hunger that affected both England and Amer- 
ica. A new impetus was given the colonizing spirit which had 
lain dormant since the commencement of the war. Pamphlet 
literature advocating the feasibility and necessity of settling 
the new lands was printed and circulated throughout England 
and the colonies from 1763 on. Many of the leading men in the 
colonies and in England, as well as the more venturesome pio- 

« Board of Trade Journals, 71:312-314, in library of Historical Society of Penn- 
sylvania; Scot's Magazine, 25:627. 
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neers of the back country, were eager to participate in the ex- 
ploitation of the rich lands beyond the mountains. 12 

In the early period of this land fever, while the ministry was 
still debating its western land policy, the Mississippi Land Com- 
pany was organized, numbering among its members some of the 
leading men of Virginia, Maryland, and England. Nothing 
short of two and a half million acres would satisfy this ambitious 
company. 13 The Company of Military Adventurers, under the 
leadership of General Phineas Lyman, figures largely in the 
effort to exploit the lands adjacent to the Mississippi River, par- 
ticularly those of "West Florida. In fact the applications and 
proposals from individuals and companies for the patenting and 
settling of the lands in this region are almost innumerable. Po- 
litical and personal influences were in numerous instances 
brought to bear upon the government in behalf of these various 
groups of land exploiters." Although it is not possible to point 
to a definite proof for the assertion that it was the influence of 
this speculative element that led to the inclusion in West Florida 
of some of the most fertile lands in the Mississippi Valley, yet 
there are to be noted certain very suggestive circumstances. 
For example, there is an entry in the journal of the board of 
trade of June 5, 1764, 15 in which the board recommends to the 
crown that grants of land be made as follows : To the Earl of 
Eglinton, who was a member of the coterie of "King's Friends," 
twenty thousand acres; to William Cock, five thousand acres; 
and to Thomas Robinson, the under secretary of the treasury, 
twenty-five hundred acres. It will be noted that this action was 
taken one day prior to the issuing of the supplementary com- 
mission to Governor Johnstone in which the new boundaries 
were described. These grants were north of the thirty-first 
parallel, in the neighborhood of Natchez. This region had been 
left in the unorganized western territory, which, by the terms 
of the proclamation of 1763, was reserved for the use of the In- 
dians, and in which settlements were prohibited except by con- 
sent of the crown. The prospect of securing grants of land in 

12 C. E. Carter, Great Britain and the Illinois Country, 1763-1774 (Washington, 
1908), 105. 
is Hid. 

« Ibid., 103-144. 
is Board of Trade Journals, 72:252. 
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this fertile region would be greatly enhanced therefore if the 
district could be attached to the government of West Florida. 
That such action was taken through the influence of those inter- 
ested in securing concessions is verified to some extent, when 
considered in connection with the foregoing, by the later asser- 
tion of General Phineas Lyman in a letter to the Earl of Dart- 
mouth that in his early efforts on behalf of his Company of Mil- 
itary Adventurers, he "gained no more for them than the ex- 
tending of the Province of West Florida as far north as the 
Yasou River to make room for their Settlement. ' ' 16 

In the course of the three or four years subsequent to the 
change in the boundary, the ministry gave little attention to the 
course of developments in West Florida or to the formulation 
of any definite policies. It permitted the governor of the prov- 
ince to make land grants indiscriminately, but gave no serious 
thought to planning ways and means of developing the resources 
of the region. By 1768, however, the attention of the ministry 
had been repeatedly called to the necessity of taking more ef- 
fective measures for the encouragement of settlements. In this 
year, Montfort Browne, the acting governor of West Florida, 
in a letter to the Earl of Hillsborough, urged the necessity of 
taking effectual steps to establish a permanent colony on the 
banks of the Mississippi River, within the borders of that prov- 
ince, and declared : "I am of opinion my Lord that a Town Ship 
shou'd be laid out at or near Natchez or at some convenient 
place on the River and that a good road be opened from the 
settlement of Mobile to the town so to be laid out. Nothing 
can forward the Settling of a new Place more than this, Espec- 
ially in a Country destitute of Inhabitants & so worthy of being 
inhabited. Indeed at present there is a political necessity for 
taking these steps, for a great part of the immense Indian trade 
which comes from near Detroit down our side of the Mississippi 
principally centers at New Orleans." " 

This statement reflects the sentiment of practically every offi- 
cial directly charged with the government of the province. And 
it is a statement, moreover, of one of the essential problems 
confronting the government in the administration of the ceded 

i« February 1, 1768, P.R.O., CO., 5.585. 
17 Ibid. 
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territories during the period under consideration. As a rule, 
the determination of any policy relating to the West, which con- 
templated an outlay of money, appears to have been conditioned 
by its possible effect upon the Indian trade. The problem of 
turning the fur trade to English markets was uppermost in all 
discussions relative to the "West. One of the chief arguments 
in favor of the elimination of the western military posts, in 1768, 
and against the proposed settlements in the Illinois and Wabash 
countries, was their distance from the seat of Spanish power 
at New Orleans would make them of small use in redirecting the 
course of trade. 18 Exactly the reverse was true of the estab- 
lishment of colonies on the Mississippi River in West Florida. 
The creation of an emporium here, and the concentration of 
political and military power as well as commercial interests, 
would tend to deflect the trade from New Orleans. This city 
had been one of the chief markets in America for furs during 
the French period, and the cession of Canada and the other 
great fur-bearing regions in the West and Northwest had only 
increased its importance. 19 There was therefore a confident ex- 
pectation that English officials, with assistance in the way of 
commercial inducements that would follow the creation of such 
establishments on the lower Mississippi, might be able to turn 
the course of trade to the English. In order to make this pos- 
sible, a cheap and easy means of communication would need to 
be established with the port of Mobile. This is the explanation 
of the frequent references, in the contemporary correspondence, 
to such projects as the clearing of the Iberville River and pos- 
sible cross-country lines of travel. 

Now, as has been already suggested, immigration into the 
western portions of the province was relatively slow till about 
1770, notwithstanding the advertisement for settlers and the 
efforts of officials in charge of the country and of the land spec- 
ulators to induce people to settle and improve the land. The 
speedy settlement of the country was prevented by a combina- 
tion of circumstances. 

In the first place, the greater part of the most valuable land 
along the river had been given out in large tracts to speculators, 

is Carter, Great Britain and the Illinois Country, 134. 
is Ibid. 
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who from neglect or inability failed to prosecute energetically 
the actual occupation of their grants. Again, the fact that the 
better lands were thus preempted tended to discourage the ef- 
forts at settlement of individuals of more modest means and 
less ambitious designs. 20 

The partial removal of the troops appears to have discouraged 
many people. The posts on the Mississippi were abandoned 
in consequence of a representation of the board of trade to the 
king in March, 1768, in which it is recommended that on account 
of the expense all interior posts in America be reduced, so far 
as possible. 21 From the appeals made to the ministry it is clear 
that those in direct contact with the situation saw in this policy 
an element of danger on account of the proximity of the region 
to the Spanish and Indians. Without the aid of the military, the 
security of the settlers and the control of the fur trade were 
matters of grave doubt. Merchants, moreover, would not be 
easily persuaded to invest in enterprises so far from a military 
and political center. 

The capital of the province remained at Pensacola; and the 
difficulty of enforcing civil regulations in a place so far removed 
from the seat of government, indicated by the resulting lawless- 
ness, likewise contributed to discourage the settlement of law- 
abiding men. 22 Moreover, it appears that the laws and ordi- 
nances passed by the provincial assembly did not extend in most 
cases to the outlying regions of the province. A resident of the 
district adjacent to the Mississippi assures the governor as late 
as 1773 that "some regulations in Civil Affairs cannot be longer 
dispensed with, to go to Pensacola for the redress of every 
trifling difference is entirely out of the question the expense 
would far exceed most of the Sums in dispute. Permit me there- 
fore in my own behalf and I can assure you it is the common 

20 Browne to Hillsborough, February 1, 1768, P.R.O., CO., 5.585; Hillsborough, 
May 12, 1768, ibid.; Durnford to Chester, June 23, 1771, ibid., 5.588; Chester to 
Hillsborough, June 23, 1771, ibid. ; Chester to Hillsborough, September 28, 1771, 
ibid., 5.589. 

2i Chester to Hillsborough, September 26, 1771, P.R.O., CO., 5.588; Memorial of 
Council and Assembly of West Florida, in Browne 's of August 25, 1768, ibid., 5.586 ; 
Browne to Hillsborough, December 1, 1768, ibid. ; Browne to Hillsborough, October 8, 
1769, ibid., 5.587. 

22 Durnford to Chester, June 23, 1771, P.R.O., CO., 5.588; George Urquhart to 
Chester, July 1, 1773, ibid., 5.590. 
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prayer of the whole settlement that your Excellency would be 
pleased to issue some Ordinance for our Relief. There are al- 
ready existing some Wholesome Laws which would be of the 
greatest Utility in this Place, particularly the Slave Law, the 
Servant Law, the laws against Stealing Cattle and Canoes, and 
the court of request if extended to this river, if no great Juris- 
diction can be given us." 23 

Yet despite these discouraging features, settlers arrived in 
increasing numbers from about 1770 ; several notable movements 
of population from the old colonies occurred in that year and 
succeeding years. For example, in July, 1770, a body of eighty 
settlers, with nineteen Negroes, from Pennsylvania, Virginia, 
and North Carolina came down the Ohio and Mississippi rivers 
and settled at Natchez. These people reported that one hun- 
dred families from the same regions were ready to come upon 
hearing favorable reports. 24 The question of making some def- 
inite arrangements for the protection and government of these 
people, and for the distribution of land among them, was thus 
brought to the immediate attention of both the provincial au- 
thorities and the ministry. 

The governor of the province, Peter Chester, used every en- 
deavor to secure the immediate safety of this settlement and 
to offer it encouragement. He applied, unsuccessfully, to the 
military authorities of the province for a detachment of troops 
in order to afford the people protection ; he sought and received 
assurances from the representatives of the Indian department 
that the settlement would not give umbrage to the neighboring 
Indians ; and finally convinced Lord Hillsborough, secretary of 
state for the colonies, of the necessity and propriety of using a 
portion of the contingent fund of the colony for its assistance. 25 
Hillsborough was very favorably inclined, also, to the annul- 
ment of the patents of those grantees who had failed to cultivate 
the land, and to the regranting of the land to those on the 
ground. 26 

23 George Urquhart to Chester, July 1, 1773, P.R.O., CO., 5.590. 

24 John Mclntire to Chester, July 19, 1770, P.R.O., CO., 5.588; Deposition of 
Daniel Huay, August 25, 1770, ibid. ; Chester to Hillsborough, September 26, 1770, 
ibid. 

25 Chester to Hillsborough, September 26, 1770, P.R.O., CO., 5.588; Hillsborough, 
February 11, 1771, ibid. 

2« Hillsborough to Chester, December 4, 1771, P.R.O., CO., 5.588. 
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This apparently favorable attitude toward the establishment 
of the settlement at Natchez induced some of the settlers and 
promoters to petition for a new seat of government to be located 
on the Mississippi and to replace Pensacola which was deemed 
too far south. The change in the control of the colonial depart- 
ment from Hillsborough to Dartmouth seemed favorable to this 
project. In a later petition presented some time in 1772 or 1773, 
it was set forth that the fertility of the soil had induced many 
persons from America and Europe to seek homes on the banks 
of the Mississippi, many of whom were men of property; that 
if there were not a great uncertainty about "the intended Seat 
of Government and want of imediate [sic] Administration of 
Justice," the number would be much greater. They recom- 
mended building the new seat at White Cliffs, within a few miles 
of Pointe Coupee on land owned by former Governor Montfort 
Browne. 27 

This petition was supplemented by a memorial from Lord 
Eglinton, owner of the large grant near Natchez, Colonel Wil- 
liam Taylor, at one time in charge of the military department 
in West Florida, and Montfort Browne. 28 These men were the 
real promoters of the scheme. They seem to have hoped that a 
new colony might be cut off from West Florida. General Phin- 
eas Lyman was likewise urging the creation of a separate gov- 
ernment on the Mississippi. 29 Whether there was any founda- 
tion for the belief that such an establishment would receive fa- 
vorable consideration from the ministry, does not appear. But 
there were persistent rumors both in England and America that 
there was in contemplation the erection of a new government 
on the Mississippi which would either supplant Pensacola or 
form the political center of a new province. 80 

27 Reasons for Establishing the Intended Government on the Mississippi at the 
White Cliffs near Pointe Couple. Dartmouth Papers. 

28 Copy of a Report of the Lords of Trade, to the Lords of the Council for 
Plantation Affaire, on the Petition of the Earl of Eglinton and Others, January 22, 
1773; Memorial of Montfort Browne Requesting an Appointment to a Government in 
North America. Dartmouth Papers. 

2« Major General Lyman Proposing Means for the Settlement of the Mississippi, 
December 8, 1772. Dartmouth Papers. 

so Browne to Hillsborough, August 10, 1768, P.B.O., CO., 5.585; Browne to Hills- 
borough, December 20, 1768, P.B.O., CO., 5.586; John Blackburn to Sir William 
Johnson, March 26, 1772, Johnson MSS., 21:152; E. R. Wegg to Dartmouth, May 13, 
1773, P.R.O., CO., 5.590; Chester to Dartmouth, May 15, 1773, ibid. 
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But the government was unwilling to proceed farther at this 
time. Indeed the Earl of Dartmouth informed Governor Ches- 
ter under date of December 9, 1772, that no hopes should be in- 
dulged that money would be granted to aid in the settlement of 
the lands upon the Mississippi. He took the position that the 
lands should be disposed of for a consideration sufficient to 
answer any expense that would be necessary for the proposed 
establishments. At all events, the public must not be burdened 
with the expense. 31 This announcement of policy was followed 
in April of the next year by an order of the privy council that 
no proposals for taking up lands in West Florida could be re- 
ceived or acted upon until the king's pleasure with regard to 
the "plan hereafter to be adopted for the disposal of His Maj- 
esty's Lands in America in general." Dartmouth assures Gov- 
ernor Chester, moreover, that this plan is not likely to accord 
with the views and expectations held by himself and others 
relative to the settlement of the province. 32 

Although the restriction of land grants was temporarily 
abandoned within the next year, the government took no active 
interest until after the opening of the Revolution. Thereupon 
we notice a complete reversal of policy. On July 5, 1775, Secre- 
tary Dartmouth instructed the governor of the province that 
"it is His Majesty's Pleasure, not only that the Execution of 
the Sale of Lands should be suspended for the present, but also 
all other Reservations & Restrictions, and that Gratuitous 
Grants, exempt from Quit Rents for ten years should be made 
to any persons from the other Colonies, who may be induced, 
. . . to seek an Asylum in Your Government. ' ' 3S 

In the period just surveyed, from 1763 to 1775, it is difficult to 
discover among the undercurrents and cross-currents of British 
politics any consistent policy on the part of the government to- 
ward the province of West Florida. Its treatment of the vari- 
ous questions and problems arising out of the governance of the 
province was characterized by the same hesitating indecision 
and that same lack of insight and vision which so completely 

3i P.R.O., CO., 5.590. 

32 Dartmouth to Chester, August 4, 1773, P.R.O., CO., 5.590; Chester to Hills- 
borough, October 8, 1773, Canadian Archives, B.13. 
as P.R.O., CO., 5.592. 
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vitiated its efforts at a solution of the general problem of im- 
perial organization. In the establishment of the northern 
boundary of West Florida, in its attitude toward colonizing pro- 
jects, and in the disposition and control of the territory added 
to the province by the change in boundary, the government of 
England followed no definite policy and worked toward no 
definite end. 

Clarence E. Carter 
Miami University 
Oxford, Ohio 



